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By TOM WICKER 

T HIRTY years after John Fitzgerald Kennedy's 

murder in Dallas on Nov. 22, 1963, Americans con- 
tinue to hold the 35th President in improbably high 
regard — not just as a man of star quality, whose 
life was cut short in a moment whose origins are still debat- 
ed, but as a national leader ranked in some polls with or 
above Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

Yet John Kennedy's "Thousand Days" in the Presiden- 
cy were marked less by historic achievements than by con- 
tinual crises — the Bay of Pigs fiasco ; Berlin ; the world's 
first nuclear confrontation; the beginnings of the war in 
Vietnam ; the heated collisions of white authority and black 
civil rights demonstrators in the Southern states. Nor were 
Kennedy's responses always sure. 

In his last months in office, for example, he concluded 
the first nuclear test-ban treaty with the Soviet Union. But 
in his early months he had ordered a massive military 
buildup that contributed heavily to the Soviet-American 
arms race. He was reluctant to expend political capital on 
behalf of black demonstrators, whose persistence made 
him impatient, and was forced mostly by events into his 
clashes with Southern recalcitrants like Governors George 
Wallace of Alabama and Ross Barnett of Mississippi. 

The overall record of his Presidency, though in many 
respects admirable, hardly accounts for Kennedy's high 
standing three decades later — a standing all the more un- 
likely because the years since his death have seen continu- 
ing assaults on his personal and political reputations. 

His dalliances with women before and during his White 
House years have become public knowledge. Books like "A 



Question of Character: A Life of John F. Kennedy" by 
Thomas C. Reeves and Nigel Hamilton's “J.F.K.: Reckless 
Youth” have pictured him as privileged, pampered, often 
irresponsible and insensitive. Inadequately answered 
charges persist that he and his brother, Attorney General 
Robert F. Kennedy, repeatedly sought the assassination of 
Fidel Castro. The author Richard Reeves makes it clear in 
"President Kennedy: Profile in Power" that Kennedy con- 
sistently deceived the public about his health, enduring al- 
most constant pain and sometimes resorting to "feel good” 
injections during his campaign and Presidency. 



Changes in Atmosphere 



The nation's political and social atmospheres, more- 
over, have changed greatly since John Kennedy’s time. The 
election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 signaled a national em- 
brace of conservatism after decades of the New Deal liber- 
alism that Kennedy was mistakenly believed to exemplify 
(his party, save its Southerners, was further to the left 
than he wanted to be). And the growlh of the urban under- 
class, with the rising incidence of urban crime, has chilled 
attitudes toward black Americans, with whose improved 
status the 35th President is indelibly linked. 

All this, or less, would have dulled the public's regard 
for any other former President. How has John F. Kennedy, 
while not exactly a candidate for Mount Rushmore, pre- 
vailed over predictable eclipse? The most important rea- 
son, undoubtedly, is the almost mythic manner of his death. 

The hero cut down at the height of his glory (though 
Kennedy was in something of a political slump in the fall of 
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